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 Fry e, Steven. Understanding Cormac McCarthy . Columbia, SC: University of South
 Carolina Press, 2009. 205 pages. Hardcover, $39.95, ISBN 978-1-57003-839-6.

 Capper Nichols

 Towards the without 1992 the bloodshed.... Robert end of Woodward this I satisfying think interview: the notion book, '"There's Steven that the Frye species no quotes such can thing McCarthy, be improved as life from in
 Towards the 1992 Robert Woodward interview: '"There's no such thing as life

 without bloodshed.... I think the notion that the species can be improved in
 some way ... is a really dangerous idea'" (159). Throughout his book, Frye
 acknowledges the bloodiness of McCarthy's literary landscape - and calls it one of the
 "formidable" challenges of reading the author. But he argues that McCarthy is "by no
 means devoid of hope" (5). On the contrary, according to Frye, he is a writer seeking
 truth and value, creating characters who won't succumb to despair but persist in quests
 for meaning. Frye seeks to guide the reader through the McCarthian darkness, analyzing
 the works in clear and rigorous prose, and arguing for the potential for heroism in a bleak,
 violent world.

 The book is an entry in the Understanding Contemporary American Literature
 (UCAL) series. According to Matthew Bruccoli, the series editor, these books are meant
 to provide "instruction in how to read certain contemporary authors - identifying and
 explicating their material, themes, use of language, point of view, structures, symbolism,
 and responses to experience" (Preface). Bruccoli identifies the specific audience as
 "students as well as good nonacademic readers." But after reading the McCarthy volume,
 I wondered: What sort of students? Though a motivated undergraduate might find
 Understanding Cormac McCarthy useful, Frye's primary audience seems to be more
 experienced scholars. This work is readable and engaging survey, but it's also complex
 and sophisticated, and might be best appreciated by those committed readers who have
 put in substantial time with McCarthy.

 Concerning the UCAL series, it seems strange that a McCarthy entry comes out
 only at the end of 2009. Earlier in the year volumes on T.C. Boyle and Lorrie Moore
 appeared; Tim O'Brien got his in 1995, Bobbie Ann Mason hers in 2000. Many writers
 who began publishing around the same time as McCarthy have previously made it in too:
 Thomas Pynchon in 1986, John Barth in 1990, Toni Morrison in 1999, and Robert
 Coover in 2003. Why did it take so long, especially for a series published by a Southern
 press, to get to Cormac McCarthy? But perhaps after all the timing is useful, as Frye is
 able to finish his book with a chapter titled "The Later Works," in which he takes up The
 Sunset Limited (very briefly), No Country for Old Men , and The Road.

 Frye begins his book with an effective introductory chapter, "Understanding
 Cormac McCarthy," which provides useful context and identifies key ideas and themes.
 Subsequent chapters are titled 'The Southern Works," "Into the West: Blood Meridian"
 "The Border Trilogy," and the previously noted "The Later Works." Within the chapters
 covering multiple works, each novel has its own subsection. And each of the ten novels
 warrants full critical treatment (if inevitably Blood Meridian receives more attention than
 any other single work). The discussion of each individual work follows a similar format
 or trajectory: first a general assessment, then a rundown of numerous of the reviews
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 published when the work appeared, next a plot summary, and, last and longest, Frye's
 close, detailed reading.

 The accounts of contemporary reviews are an appealing part of the exegesis, and
 over the course of the book Frye effectively traces how contemporary responses evolved,
 linking reviews from one work to the next. But it's curious that he almost completely
 ignores the substantial body of subsequent McCarthy criticism. Including such
 scholarship would have required broadening the scope of what is, admittedly, a
 comprehensive overview as well as a fairly short work (179 smallish pages of text). But it
 should be noted that Frye does append an extensive "Selected Bibliography."

 The volume includes very little biographical information or analysis, besides a
 two-page "Life and Career" section in the opening chapter. However, Frye does devote
 substantial attention to McCarthy's literary and cinematic influences. He claims that
 McCarthy "dismantles and reconfigures" the King James Bible and Shakespeare's
 tragedies, and he links the author to the southern grotesque, Faulkner in particular. He
 invokes Sergio Leone, Sam Peckinpah, and Clint Eastwood, and describes the frontier
 romance as a means for McCarthy to "explore the human potential for violence, avarice,
 blindness, self-gratification, and depravity" (10). Most important for Frye, he connects
 McCarthy's novels to the philosophical narratives of Melville and Dostoyevsky. In
 particular, he ties Blood Meridian to Moby-Dick and The Brothers Karamazov , arguing
 that the three novels "share a preoccupation with unanswerable questions related to the
 existence, nature, and role of the divine, as well as with the possibility of transcendence
 through human action and benevolence" (79).

 Throughout his book, Frye insists that McCarthy is "a novelist of religious
 feeling" (echoing Robert Coles). Yet he also claims McCarthy is deeply skeptical about
 conventional religion and the possibilities of redemption. Instead, according to Frye,
 McCarthy's literary worldview is panentheistic (following a claim McCarthy scholar
 Edwin T. Arnold has made previously): "'the theory or belief that God encompasses and
 interpenetrates the universe but at the same time is greater and independent of it'" (63).
 Frye links this concept of the divine to the Existential Christianity of Kierkegaard and
 Dostoyevsky and Tillich, describing it as an unflinching and unsentimental theology, one
 that can contain both human hope and human brutality.

 The critical challenge Frye takes on is to somehow hold together hope and
 violence as they play out in McCarthy's work. He readily acknowledges that
 reconciliation is not an option. And he forthrightly describes violence in the novels as "a
 reality endemic to the world's existence." But he further argues that "meaning, purpose,
 and value" may be found - though they "must be sought in darkness" (8). Thus while
 Judge Holden is a "symbol of the expression of evil," the kid acts as a "heroic
 counterbalance" (87).

 Frye best describes the persistence of hope in discussing the Border Trilogy, in
 particular All the Pretty Horses , the section that strikes me overall as the most successful
 portion of the book. Frye writes that in the novel McCarthy "retains his stark vision of
 blood and reverence," but adopts a "more moderate tone and a clearer sense of hope"
 (97). Yes, the old social order is being, indeed has been, destroyed - replaced by the
 "inexorable forces of the postnuclear world." But John Grady Cole's "rich inferiority, his
 reflection on hope and possibility" reveals an essential human decency, in the face of, or
 alongside of, a deep skepticism about human nature in general.
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 Later in the book, in the section on The Road , I found a similar argument less
 convincing, though only when Frye claims, "the novel is a narrative of the soul's nature,"
 exploring "the soul's capacity to transcend" (166). Throughout most of his work, in
 discussing Blood Meridian and the kid for example, Frye more convincingly tethers the
 possibilities of transcendence to the context of "observable extremes of human violence
 and the brutal deterministic forces of the natural world" (67). Invoking the "soul" seems
 to underestimate the influence of those forces. In this disagreement I may be unduly
 influenced by the ending of the film version of The Road , which to my mind substantially
 alters the novel's ambiguous conclusion: in the film the boy is snugly folded into the
 arms of a nuclear family, dog included - redeeming what Frye calls the father's "self-
 sacrifice." But the film also seemingly ignores that the earth is still a dead planet.

 To be fair, Frye's assessment of the novel is much more nuanced than that of the
 film's screenwriter. And with minor exceptions, he argues convincingly for the
 importance and persistence of hope in McCarthy's work, doing an exceptional job of
 describing the shape that hope takes in the novels. He provides complex and satisfying
 readings not only of McCarthy's "decent" characters - especially the kid and John Grady
 Cole and Billy Parham - but also of the not so hopeful ones - Judge Holden most
 memorably. On the whole he makes a rigorous and persuasive argument for a "balance"
 in McCarthy's novels between the "brute reality of an indifferent world" and the
 "redemptive power of community and human intimacy" (179).
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